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SPECIALITY VS. FARM FERTILIZERS FOR TURF 
A. J. Powell, Jr. 
Professional golf course superintendents, lawn care supervisors and groundskeepers 
often spend 3-5 times more for a slow release, urea based, speciality fertilizer rather 
than urea or ammonium nitrate. Most speciality fertilizers contain 1/5 to 1/3 of its 
total N in insoluble or slow release form. This slow release nitrogen is included to Cll 
decrease the number of applications necessary (2) reduce burn potential (3) give uniform 
rather than a flush of growth and (4) increase N efficiency by reducing leaching and 
volatilization loss. 
Recent University of Kentucky turf research indicates that these benefits of slow 
release may not be cost effective and can be misleading if applied at low rates of N when 
clippings are not removed. Although we like to think that turfgrass fertilization is 
scientifically based, our ability to measure results is less than ideal. Turf quality 
cannot be quantitatively measured in bushels per acre or cost per ton. Turf is fertilized 
to increase uniformity, density, recuperative potential and color. Yield is a negative 
factor. We are only interested in what is left after mowjng. 
Njtrogen Source Study - With these problems in mind, a N source study was initiated at 
Spindletop in 1983. A spring, summer, and fall response was determined by applying 1 lb 
N/1000 sq ft on April 21, July 26, and October 31. Nitrogen sources evaluated on the 
Kenblue Kentucky bluegrass were: (1) Urea, 46-0-0; (2) Methylene urea (Scotts), 41-0-0; 
(3) Sulfur coated urea (Lakeshore), 36-0-0; (4) IBDU (Estech), 31-0-0; (5) Urea 
formaldehyde (BFC Chemicals), 38-0-0. Clipping weights, color estimates and height 
measurements were obtained weekly except during slow growth seasons. The mowing height was 
2 112 inches with clippings not removed. 
Very small differences among sources occurred over the 13 month period (Table l), 
The three measurements were highly correlated; e.g. as color increased, both growth/day 
and height increased. There was an indication however that the color response caused by 
IBDU did not result in the same increase in growth/day as was caused by the other 
fertilizers. Although Sulfur Coated Urea (SCU) resulted in the highest averages for all 
three measurements, the differences were minute. It was not surprising that the highly 
insoluble urea formaldehyde (UFl fertilizer gave a response that was only slightly better 
than the check. 
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Table 1. Fertilizer response averages for 27 sampling dates during 1983-84. 
Nitrogen 
Source 
scu 
Urea 
IBDU 
Methylene 
UF 
Check 
Visual 
Color 
Rating 
l-9=best 
5.95 
5.87 
5.89 
5,64 
5.42 
4.71 
Average Growth 
gms/day/15 sq ft 
5.18 
5.14 
4.57 
4.72 
4.25 
3.47 
Average Height/Mowing 
inches 
4.74 
4.71 
4.65 
4.64 
4.53 
4.25 
Table 2 is a summary of the number of times out of a possible 27 evaluation dates in 
which one fertilizer was statistically (5% level) better than the zero nitrogen check. 
Again, these data indicate that although IBDU gave better color than the no-nitrogen 
treatment 15 times, it resulted in a higher growth rate on only seven dates. SCU gave 
better color than the check 14 times but also gave a higher growth rate on 15 dates and 
height on 13 dates. 
Table 2. Number of times each fertilizer was statistically 
better than the no-nitrogen (check) treatment. 
.QQ.lQr: • GCQJct:tb Hejgh:t 
IBDU > Check 15 7 8 
scu > Check 14 15 13 
Urea > Check 15 10. 9 
Methylene > Check 13 11 11 
UF > Check 10 4 5 
With this method of evaluation in which the rate of application was only one lb 
N/1000 sq ft applied in each growing season and the clippings not removed, urea at 1/3 to 
1/5 the cost was at least as effective as the other speciality fertilizers. Obviously 
theoretical problems such as nitrogen volatilization, flush growth, short term response, 
foliar burn, and nitrogen leaching did not cause urea to be less effective than the other 
products. With this low rate of application, all products gave approximately a two month 
response when compared to the check. 
There are many valid reasons that a turfgrass manager might choose the speciality, 
slow release, fertilizer. In general these fertilizers are well granulated, free flowing, 
non-caking, uniform in particle size, sized specifically for short mowed grass, and often 
have high N - low P - medium K nutrient ratios. Much needed agronomic help and industry 
support are provided by the sales staff and the package contains information which reduces 
the need to calibrate and/or eases training of employees. In addition, some combination 
products of herbicides/insecticides/fungicides/fertilizers reduce the number of 
applications necessary. 
